Does major surgery induce immune suppression and increase the risk of postoperative infection?
Infection is the commonest cause of a postoperative complication. Following major surgery alterations in immune function are commonplace and these may contribute to an enhanced susceptibility to acquire nosocomial infections. This review will discuss postoperative infections in the context of an altered perioperative immune response and the factors influencing this response. Up to 10% of patients undergoing elective in-patient surgery may develop a postoperative infection. Laboratory advances now permit systematic monitoring of single-cell immune signatures, which enable a clearer description of the interaction between tissue damage, immune modulation and clinical outcomes. Traditional candidate gene expression has identified pathways that define the detrimental immune modulating effects of perioperative allogeneic blood transfusion. Large clinical studies have demonstrated that the choice of anaesthetic technique may have an impact on postoperative infections through differential immune modulation. Point of care tests are emerging that allow monitoring of the perioperative immune response. These could be further developed to introduce personalised care pathways. Consideration must also be given to anaesthesia techniques and perioperative treatments that may be associated with poor outcomes through immune modulation.